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IRON AGE FLNERARY STELAE FROM LEBANON 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
What can be said about the role and the contribution of the stelae to the funerary cult of the Phoenician mother- 
land? 
The first remark concerns the limited number, if not the quasi absence of tombstones from large Phoenician 
cemeteries. Notwithstanding the reasons mentioned in Chapter I, rhe evidence suggests that the use of funerary ste- 
lae in Phoenicia was occasional and not systematic. As previously mentioned, two of the largest Iron Age cemete- 
ries of Lebanon, Khalde and Sidon-Dakerman. have yielded one stele each and only seven are known from rhe area 
of Sidon where hundreds of tombs have been visited. The 1997 and 2002 seasons of excavations in the cemetery 
of el-Bass in Tyre have yielded more tombs than stelae: while over eighty urns were excavated, only ten gravesto- 
nes were found. On the other hand, available evidence from regular excavations in two Sidonian (Sidon and Khal- 
de) and two Tyrian cities (Tyre and Akhziv), seems to suggest that the tradition of erecting stelae, though limited, 
was more widespread in rhe Tyrian than in the Sidonian kingdom. The above evidence may lead to the conclusion 
that erecting a stele was not a fundamental aspect of the Phoenician funerary cult. 
When available, funerary stelae do not betray much about Phoenician eschatology. Concerning the epi- 
graphic evidence, it is restricted to personal names, which identifv the deceased and may possibly have had a com- 
memorative function. The contribution of the stelae to Phoenician onomastics and script is more substantial than 
their contribution to funerary traditions and views of the afterlife. The ovemhelming number of theophorous per- 
sonal names has nevertheless shed light on Phoenician popular deities otherwise unattested in the texts. 
Concerning iconography. Phoenician funerary representations are substantially different from those of neigh- 
boring North Syria. First, the conspicuous absence of the funerary banquet/meal scene, which is rhe most wides- 
pread funerary representation on Iron Age funerary stelae from Syria (Bonatz 2000), is to be noted. Although a cul- 
tic meal is archaeologically attested to have taken place after the sealing of the tomb in both the Phoenician 
motherland and the colonies (Aubet 2004: 61), it was never the theme of iconographic representations on the ste- 
lae. Only one such scene is attested on a Phoenician funerary monument: it is the famous relief depicted on the sar- 
cophagus of Ahiram, king of Byblos. 
A variety of other themes are homrever attested in Phoenicia. In spite of the conjectural and often obscure na- 
ture of the depicted symbols, ideas of regeneration, rebirth. and eternal life are clearly expressed through the hie- 
roglyphic ankh and nefersigns, the sun-disc. the lotus bud, and the palm tree. This idea of regeneration in rhe af- 
terlife seems to have been widespread among the common people. It finds additional support in the archaeological 
evidence, which attests the systematic deposition of a scarab, symbol of spontaneous life (Wilkinson 1992: 113) in- 
side the cinerary urns (Aubet 2004: j9; Gamer-Wallert 2004: 397 ff). 
Next to hope for a new life after death, symbols like the nefer signs, the u~~ae i ,  and the winged sun-disc, al- 
so had a prophylactic, protective function. Some others like the human symbols may have occasionally had an apo- 
tropaeic role: which makes it likely that Phoenicians probably believed in demoniac ponrers or restless spirits rising 
from the underworld. 
Furthermore, if correctly interpreted, the widespread representation of betyls and empty Astarte thrones on 
the stelae, confirms the prevailing aniconic character of Phoenician popular religion as suggested by Mettinger 
(1995: 106). This iconography emphasizes the role of rhe deity in the funerary cult. Recurring symbols of betyls and 
shrines demonstrate that the Phoenicians expected divine presence, support. and protection in the Undemorld. Ad- 
ditional evidence for this suggested divine role is the presence of shrine models inside the tomb. These obviously 
aimed at providing a direct and more effective protection through close divine presence. It is likely that rhe god's 
assistance did not only aim at securing the journey to the underworld but at placing the dead in the afterlife under 
the same divine protection he/she enjoyed in the world of the living. 
Symbols like betyls or empty thrones represented on funerary stelae: do not however betray the nature and 
identity of the deities responsible for man's welfare in the underarorld. One of these divine beings may be Astar- 
te/Tanit: the pomegranate, which is represented twice on the stelae placed on a betyl, the so-called Astarte thrones 
(for their identification with Astarte or Eshmun see Mettinger 1995: 106), as well as the female figure standing on 
crouching lions inside the shrine model of Helaliyye, could hint at the goddess's presence and role in both the fu- 
nerary cult and life after death. 
Other divine beings too seem to have played a similar role: one of them is most probably the Weather-god 
represented as a male standing, flanked by bulls, inside a funerary shrine model (Seyrig 1966: VIII): another one 
may be the Sun god who is variously represented as a simple disc, a cross, a winged sun-disc or a disc flanked by 
uraei; and a third one is maybe the Moon-god represented by the crescent-moon. Finally, if his identification with 
the phallic symbol inside a shrine on stele 10 is accepted, the fertility god Pa'am may have also played a role in the 
funerary cult. 
What is to be understood from this evidence? One is tempted to conclude that the same Phoenician gods 
who were responsible for life on earth were also responsible for man's welfare in the Underworld, in the same way 
as Astarte cared for both the living and the dead under her Tanit form. This would explain why infernal gods and 
goddesses are difficult to identify in the Phoenician pantheon4 and suggest that the Phoenicians perhaps conceived 
the Netherworld as a mere reflection of their own. 
Finally, the iconography of the stelae allows an insight into aspects of Phoenician popular art and religious 
representations, which were largely unknown to this day. It stands in sharp contrast with the skilled and world fa- 
mous artistic achievements of the Phoenicians known from royal monuments and luxury export items, in both the 
choice of the symbols and their execution. It nevertheless bears witness to the artistic means modest Tyrians and 
Sidonians could afford to express their religious views in order to enhance their chances with the gods and a res- 
ting place in the Underworld. 
4. Baal Hamon is usually interpreted as a god of the Underworld because of his later identification with Roman Saturn (Theuer 2000: 
315ff and Lipinski 1995: 260) 
